Many Colleges
Fall Short

on Registering
Student Voters

‘A third have not complied
with new requirements,
a Chronidle survey finds

BY E1JZABETH F. FARRELL
AND ERIC HOOVER

MajoRITY of colleges and uni-
Avcrsilies are not in strict com-

pliance with a federal law that
requires them 10 make a “good-faith
effort” 1o provide students with voter-
registration ‘materials, according 1o a
national survey by The Chronicle and
the Institute of Politics at Harvard
University. The data also indicated,
however, that almost two-thirds of col-
leges were meking some cHort to
comply with the law.

A 1998 amendment 1o the Higher
Education Act, which governs most
federal student-aid
programs, requires
colleges to obtain
voler-registration
jorms 120 days be-
fore the local regis-
tration deadline

and distribute 1hem to students en-
rolled in all degree or certificale pro-
grams Colleges that fail to comply
with the provision could jeopardize '
their federal siudent-aid funds.

Of the 249 institutions that re-
sponded 1o the survey, 48 percent
said they had procedures for request-
ing voler-registraticn forms from state
or local election officials, while 33
percent said they did not have such
procedures. Nineteen percent said
they were “not sure” if they did.

Among the institutions that said
they had procedures for obiaining
voter materials, only 42—or 16.8 per-
cent of the responding colleges—had
requested the forms at Jeast 120 days
before their respective deadlines.

As the November eleclion nears,
politically active students throughout
the nation are urging colleges 10 com-
ply with the law in an effort 10 in-
crease voler Iwrnout oo Campuses

Yet officials al some institutions
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said that they were unaware of the provi-
sion—or that they had ignored it. Others,
who said they had attempied to meet the
law’s requiremenis, contended thal siale
election boards had failed 1o provide them
with a sufficient number of voter-registra-
tion forms in a timely fashion.

In an analysis of the survey, David King,
director of research al the Harvard insti-
tute, distinguished between colleges that
had complied with the letter of the Jaw and
those that had complied with the spirit.

To measure if colleges were making some
attempt at complying even if they did not con-
form exactly 1o the law’s requirements, Mr.
King, an associate professor of public policy
at Harvard,looked at whether institutions had
made paper voter-registration forms available
anywhere on their campuses and whether vol-
er-registration drives had taken place on cam-
puses during the previous semester.

At such colleges, he noted, those drives
could have been sponsored by noncampus
organizations, and college officials could
have made voter-registration forms avail-
able on campuses without actively distrib-
uting them 1o students.

Mr. Xing found that 65 percent of the
colleges surveyed had complied with the
spirit of the law (a figure including colleges
that complied fully). More than a third of
the colleges, 35 percent, did not comply with
either the letter or the spirit of the law.

“Most colleges and universities are trying
to do the right thing,” Mr. King said, “Two-
thirds have at least some minimum programs
and are living up 10 the spirit of the law.

“The other way to look at it is that a third
of the schools aren’t doing very much at all.
They're clearly failing their students, the
communities in which they live, and failing
the nex1 generation of political voters.”

. Cnmpliance was higher at public institu-
tions. The survey found that nearly 75 per-
cent of them complied with the letter or
spirit of the law, while 56 percent of private
colleges did so.

The survey was sent via e-mail to officials
of 815 colleges and universities, 249 of which
responded between August 6 and August 25.

The representative sample of academe in-
cluded a diverse range of institutions.
Among the respondents, 54 percent were
public institutions, 43 percent were private.

Colleges were asked to list, among other
things, the locations of polling places for
students. Twenty-eight percent had a polling
plazz on campus. Fifty-three percent said a
polling place was within a few blocks of the

campus, while 44 percent said there was one
more than a few blocks away.

Officials were also asked to grade their
institution’s effectiveness al registering vot-
ers. A majority—62 percent—gave them-
selves an A or a B, while 37 percent gave
themselves a C or lower. ;

Some college officials, Mr. King observed,
“clearly think it is not their job 1o be involved
in voter education, not even registration.”

A*‘GOOD-FAITH EFFORT’

Stephen W. Hensley, dean of student af-
{airs at Marshall University, which re-
sponded to the survey, said in an interview
that he had given his institution’s efforts 10
register voters a D. The university did not
have a procedure for acquiring and distrib-
uting voter-registration forms, he said.

Mr. Hensley said he was not familiar with
the voter-registration provision in the High-
er Education Act.

Although Marshall welcomes political
groups and speakers, 10 encourage student
interest in politics, Mr. Hensley argued that
the university did not have a responsibility
to promote voting. “1f students are interest-
ed in the process,” he said, “they’re going 1o
find a way to get repistered.”

On some other campuses the challenge
for students is a Jack of assistance from the
governmenl. Some siate election officials,
including those in Wisconsin, have told col-
leges that povernment agencies do not have
the money to provide campuses with voter-
registration forms for every student. (The
voter-registration law provides an exemp-
tion to colleges that request but do not re-
ceive enough forms within 60 days of the
registration deadline.)

To fill the void, grass-roots proups like
the New Voters Project are helping to get
colleges the voting malterials they need. The
project has registered 100,000 18- to 24-
year-olds in Wisconsin since the spring. One
hitch: Some town clerks have complained
10 the group that they lack the resources to
process the flood of forms.

The 1998 law was meanl 1o encourage
colleges 10 make a campuswide commit-
ment 1o registering voters. '

But at some institutions, eleclion experts
say, officials mistakenly interpret a “good-
faith effort” to mean putting a pile of vot-
er-registration forms in the library.

lvan Frishberg, communications director
for the New Voters Project, recently re-
ceived an e-mail message from one local «
election official that read, “These people
you have working out there are causing ma-



of Federal Voter-Registration Law

jor headaches. ... Remember our budgets
have been cut. Stop this madness.”

M. Frishberg likens colleges’ approach
1o the law to drivers’ attitude to the speed
limit: “It’s still astounding how many peo-
ple are ignorant of the law or actively
choosing not to follow it.”

Some administrators say colleges are less
inclined to encourage political participation
than they were in the past.

“Jt gets lost with a bunch of other things

they're trying to do on tight budgets,” says
Adam Weinberg, dean of the college at Col-
gate University. “1t’s an interesting reversal
from where we starled because most insti-
tutions of higher education were formed
particularly with the goal of instilling in stu-
dents a sense of civic engagement”
Additional information about the survey
will be available at the Harvard Institute of
Politics Web site (http://www.iop.harvard
.edu) on Monday, September 13. -
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